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This crowd, in the fairly clear light of the declining day, had something earthy about it. It resembled tilth freshly turned.
Champcenais experienced a sudden tremor.
" Don't drive too fast," he said to his chauffeur. Only a feeling of shame prevented him from turning back.
He added, after a pause : " Above all, mind you don't hit anybody. ... Is there a strike on ? ... You couldn't try to get around ? "
The car was already engulfed in the crowd. The chauffeur sounded his horn, somewhat imperiously. At the sound of it faces turned towards the car. Champcenais had them quite close to him. It struck him that he had never seen so many faces of working men, so many faces of the people. Silent, drawn faces - scarcely threatening, inasmuch as menace implies the idea of approaching action ; but very alarming, because you felt that, in their eyes, no action was impossible.
The car drove on at a walking pace. Champcenais, almost in spite of himself, put his arm out of the window, and tapped the chauffeur on the shoulder to remind him to be careful. He imagined the mudguard of the car bumping into a man and knocking him down; and immediately a surge of the crowd around the car, a roar, shouting, the car being pushed over towards the river, flung into the water with its contents.
He had a sense of discovering reality, preposterous and solid, on emerging out of a dream peopled by fantasies of his own. His negotiations with Bertrand, his calculations about consumption of oil, the ten-centimes-a-tin commission, parliamentary influences - he had to make an effort to go on believing that these abstract imaginings really corres-tponded with existing things. He was not accustomed to becoming anxious over nothing. He knew how to close his eyes in order to eliminate appearances which might embarrass him in his outlook on life. But this time his eyes insisted upon remaining open, and they showed brm. faces, eyes, caps, the meshes of an elastic crowd in which the car